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A recent study by the Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) has linked the deaths
of dozens of children in Ciudad Juarez to high levels of air pollution. The CEC, created under the
auspices of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), said the deaths of 230 children
between 1997 and 2001 resulted from respiratory ailments linked to the high levels of contamination
in highly industrialized Juarez.
The CEC report said poverty, malnutrition, poor sanitation, and other adverse living conditions
contributed to the conditions that made children more susceptible to the respiratory ailments.
"Poor children are the most vulnerable," said Ramirez Aguilar, a co-author of the study and a staff
member of the Instituto Nacional de Salud Publica.

High levels of diesel emissions present
The study, conducted among 28 schools near areas of high vehicular traffic, tracked the levels of
ozone and particulate matter, called PM10, over the four-year period as well as the number of visits
to the two hospitals. It also found connections between PM10 levels and child mortality. PM10 often
is associated with emissions of diesel fuel from trucks.
The CEC report noted that 80% of the trade along the border involves truck shipments, with more
than 1 million truck crossings between Juarez and El Paso reported in 2001. In particular, the report
questions the government's low threshold for measuring levels of ozone pollution, which allows the
constantly poor air quality in the Juarez-El Paso metropolitan area.
Because of the low standards, the government air-pollution standards were only violated on 14
occasions during the four-year period. "[The trend] suggests the Mexican government may want to
look at its air-quality standards and may want to tighten them up," said Victor Shantora, head of the
CEC's Pollutants and Health Program.

Other border cities vulnerable
The report only examined conditions in Juarez, but CEC officials said the problem almost certainly
exists in other large industrial Mexican cities along the US-Mexico border like Tijuana, Nuevo
Laredo, Matamoros, and Reynosa and their counterparts on the US side of the border, "One solution
that would improve things along the border and throughout Mexico would be lowering sulfur levels
in diesel fuel," said Paul Miller, CEC program coordinator for air quality. "Another is to look at ways
to reduce wait times and locations of where trucks could wait along the border."
The CEC report elicited a lukewarm response from President Vicente Fox's administration. In a
joint statement, the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) and the
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Secretaria de Salud (SSA) rejected a connection between the death of the children and the extreme
air pollution in Juarez. The statement also noted that the Mexican government continues to support
the Programa de Gestion del Aire de Ciudad Juarez, implemented in 1998 as an effort to reduce
pollutants in the city. The program is managed by the Instituto Nacional de Ecologia (INE) and
the Direccion General de Gestion de Calidad del Aire, Registro de Emisiones y Transferencia de
Contaminantes. (Sources: The Herald, El Financiero, El Univeral, La Jornada, Notimex, 11/11/03)
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